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vation. The example of Nova Aquilae 1918 tells us only
that the star need not necessarily possess some clearly
abnormal external properties in order to be able to ex-
plode, and that an apparently perfectly normal star can
burst into a terrific explosion if it chooses to do so.

It should be noted that the pre-explosive states of super-
novae are much more difficult to observe. In fact, except
for a fewr historical outbursts, they all belong to very dis-
tant stellar systems, so far from us that no individual stars
can be distinguished. Only supernovas at their maximum
can be clearly seen in these distant worlds, owing to the
fact that the radiation emitted by such explosions is com-
parable, and in some cases even surpasses, the total radia-
tion of the billions of other stars forming those systems.*

THE PROCESS OF EXPLOSION

As was mentioned above, the main external feature of
a nova outburst consists in the fact that the luminosity of
the star increases tremendously within a short period of
time, and then begins to drop back to its original value.
In Figure 46 we give the luminosity curves for Nova
Aquite 1918 already cited, and for the supernova that
appeared in 1937 in the extragalactic nebula known as
LC. 4182 (the photographs of the development of the
latter are given in Plate VIIIs). We see that, apart from
the amplitude, the two curves show a very similar charac-
ter, with a very rapid rise in the beginning and a slow and
somewhat irregular decrease of radiation after the maxi-
mum.

* In fact, since supernovas are billions of times more luminous than the
average normal star, and since the average extragalactic nebula contains
several billions of stars, the appearance of a supernova might double the
total light emitted by such nebulae.